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ABSTBACT 

An exanination of soae of the learning difficulties 
of Peace corps volunteers «S years of age and older Mho have 
attemptea to learn a second language, conbined with a review of 
research iindiisgs on the learning capacity of older learners, reveals 
areas in which the older learner can be helped to more coBplete 
succeas in fcreiga language study. Specific recommendations begin 
¥ith the adjustaent of physical classroom conditions such as 
lighting, teajerature, seating, and acoustics. Individual needs and 
abilities should te defined in terms cf prior education, sejc, time 
elapsed since formal education, and previous exposure to foreign 
languages. Individualized instruction should be emphasized. 
Instruction will be relevant to older learners if material is drawn 
from the lives of people their age. Self-pacing should be enphaslzed 
instead cf speed. The contract approach to attainable short-term 
goals can be useful. Concentration will be enhanced by breaking 
matexial and study periods into shOEt units. Visual and vocal 
reinforce toent will facilitate lemorizaHon, and new structures will 
be atsorbed if they are integrated Inte those already kao-wn. Finally, 
the teacher lay find that anxieties will be reduced if he/she is 
ready to take on the rcle of counselor and is sensitive to 
difficulties. (JB) 
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April 10, 197B 



FOREIQH LANGUAGE LEARIfDro F On OLDER LMRIffiRS^ PROsmiS A ND APFRnACHEH 

by Judith Rounanl^ 



This report is in response to tho nead to examine the difflcmties of thc^ 
elderly age group of Peac.- Corps Volunteera m leerning or completing f or- l/^n 
lajgimge The Volunteers involved are k3 yoarf of aga and olJ o^ 

have been absent from a learning situation for many years. Ih«t.r^ older 
]^Vlj:^?^^tf literature to apply L'p.r.ons o^eMS, buf 
It may be asoumyd that the problems of these over h5 are relatc-d since th.. 
«f^av°f "'-'"J"® ^^Si^ming and espocially since p'opS of that 

age may anticipate some of the psychological problems of. aging merelv thrnugh 
their fear of it. The report wiU discuss research «nd findin^^a on Ltua? 
learnrng capabilitius of older l.arn.r.. ,,,ir .p.ci.l charuuteristios 
u^defihfri' /'^''f^°f'=^' Obstacles to luarnlng, and th. circumstance. 
^^^^^1 ^ T"^ l^^"" ^' ^'"^^■y^ ^111 ^-^J^c i:usgcstiana. These 
.ugges^tions do not eopacially advocate apoclfin meLhodolosl..s . but relate 
to approaches and attitudes vhich may help to cruate conditions midervhich 
older learners can learn a foreign Innguaco b.tter. E'oreign language studv 
.s the first step in l.imeroion in a foreign culture for the Volunteer^ nn6 
success IS obviously crucial b.cauo. of it. effects on the entire subsequent 
encounter with that foreign euimre. -UL^eyu^nt 

Learning Jflpabilities 

The learning capabilities of old.^- Leernern have been studied falrlv 
thoroughly in recent tim.s. Welforl aM others have studied sklU-iearnin^ 
capabilities and studies of intnlllg.nc. (beginning with Wechsler) refer to 
"^f .''ff:^*"^"'^'^^- limculti.s arise in examining the growth or decline 

of intelligence with age. v-.chslor'B AduJ^t Intelligr-nce Sc ale for ages 

inaicated a decline in IntelllGence with age according to his syslei. of 
n.^.a.uremeut but Matarazw concludes that the apparent decline with age 

reflects and catalogs the differences in the .oclo-cultural mlli.u and ""''^ 
llWtrft different generations" (p. II6) Matarazzo reports (pr-iU- 

115 that Birrcn and Morrison have found that level of education affecifpei- 
jor^ance more than age and that Gre.n fomid "the means shovad an increase^ 

la score with age for tn. Verbal and Fu31 Scales and little ' if 'any 

d..cline for the Ferfoz-manca Scale score between ages 23 to 64;"Horn's 
fuf^S^f f ^ ^'^seusted that brain tissue loss does occur with ag., 

and brain daniage may occur due to the hazzards of living, geiL-^rally res- 

How"er"tf '"^'^ intelllgenco(,u,for...drm.dfrectod StLlS nc.) - 

However this is compensated by an increase in crystallized intelligence " 

haS'uitll^-l^r^*''^ specialised, adapted to deal with the sliuafion at 
hand until middle age and little decline thereafter, barring accidents Thu- 
the ■■compensating for the loss of one ability with the sur^Ss S aSoth^r 

uses crystallized IntuUigence in place of fluid intelligence. 
He substitutes accumulated wisdom for brilliance, while the younger person 

^earnl^^ ".^ if ' '^"^ ""^""^^^ -"^"cted experLSts to1os? 

learning skills m different age grotips for the Nufflcad Foundation in thr 
lysO^o. Errors increase with age, but the nature of the learnin.? materials 
IS significant. "Fall of performance with was particnarly mark4 in tS 

""^'^'^ reauii-od the subject to build serial organ- 
izatione which were completely ad hoc fl.e. meaningless] in the 
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inflpection^ejfpertaent, in which a standard of Jude^m^nt coiad be built up at 
the Depmiing or une e:<perimGnt and thereaftor "had in mind", th^ olde.- " 

Inhoulrin'-'^r *° "^"-^ oixti..3-ohow.d a porfo^Tnance which, 

VS\ ^'^^^^^ very rapidly Improved to apBroxl^ate equality 
with that of younger subjects" (1951, p. 121). Tlv.ou c onaluplons ouggest 
!!f °^ if ^ "° patience for mr^s^.nti^ l-aEIE^mBTri^m^nt 
^garnins, while in signifxcant learning tholr »::.ultc. rt TcFt nout^h t ime 
equal those qf younger learnGra . ^'^ =— — ' ' 

Recent phyBlolosical studies of how or wh-sth^tr B^im affects l-arnlne havP 
yielded ambiguious results. Eisdorfer (196H) reports physioloslcal changes 
and compensatory mechanisms: Ti-oyer (in prors.) fortulatos a mod^l or 
heightonea threshold for end orGan activity on th« .ffector side. 3i.pulses 
are hw-der to initiate and may travel a bit mar,^ £;lovly. On tlie afferent" 
side however there may bo greater senfJiniviLy, partlciaarly to helghtaned 
iS^nr" relatively Inl.ct .nd or can. .These 

alterat:ions....may veH point to the Greater sensitivity of older persons 
to internal somatic chanti-s and, indeod, p,:r)i?,pD to U^mviov in the "larger 
social context (p. l^l). m t^.. v^ry old, a-.,; n.,t l- separated from 
tne eilects 01 various disr^aous. However. Coheit conr:lud-n that "the data 
in the literature do not support a eimpls hy3-,uthuois of progi-esslve cognat^-ve 
aeeime. It remains to be cnrefuUy aeter.nincd whother cor-nitive and be- 
havorial iinpairment oecm- as a "natural" eourse of aging (a primary process) 
or Whether it ic the r....at of a patholo.Meal (secondary) process. Ling 
old and^heins old and sink are two Eeparate thin£^n."l- str. so is a factor 
which a^^ects cocnitivo tunctlonin,j. Howevor, in the words nf Plsdo^for 
•stress IS a physiological r;vcnt with social and psychological antecedents 
as well as consequences." It can therefore n..,t be s bated 'eo r^cluajvelv th«t 
.hat aging in Itself affectT^ ^iiityJ^^ If physical ln,palLe Ht 
e.cist, they are due to dioeaive (such as j'aillns hearing or eyesight, brain- 
damage or deteriotion affecting cognition and moraory) and should bo treated 

Practicing teachers, exp^'ri ,^need with teaciiing older learners, teli us on " 
tne basis of tneir own nhEervations that whr.n due provision is made for th- 
rnysical comfort of older peoplfs, they will l^mrn as much, 1^ not as aulcMy 
as younser students. Hand (p. 1£3) affii-ms that "adults , re^a-dless of ^ 
aginr-. cm still learn." Thus any deterioration in the facuities used by 
younger learnerc can be- c oPipenoat ed by more skil irul use of fa culties d^vp r . 
loped with are, such ati vl gdnm and fioelar rensj tlvltK ' — , 

2. SpecieJ. Tgndencies ' 

The ability of nld,.r people to learn may be affected by other factors he- 
sides health, such as prior education, sox, tlLie of day, and above all I 
their psychological attitudes towards the material to be learn-d, the learning ' 



^' Letter from Doiina Cohen to Judith noumanl, Feb ih, 1978: quoted with 
kind permission of Dr. Cohen. 
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situation and in the case of la«rnia.'F- +^ - 

combined effect or^^Ioi Srd^'S^I ?r?'^^- ^^^"3 sho.m that th^ 
middle aee, aM ^oUr^^^^J^^^f^/^^^-_f^^ly to a p.al. In 
Sraataet InteHa.tual products t^ S^ ^^^^ "^h^ 

(p. T3.) I an age only Just prlSr ^o t}^ "^1^ ^Os" 

Older people ^tt high verSa^ aMHS%oca?„? ? ^'''f P^^"^ " concerned, 
tests than thoao vltb lov ab1i .-v " ^-^f ^'^^^'^'^''y) QO better in loarnlng 
youth affects thr^bilTtv ?o l^a^ sugge.tins that previouo educatjnn i .^ 

learning. Cohen (in press) =uff«^"^f - ^ '"^^ ^o^en in 

taBt. involving apatlal ab liSn" vhn'^l^^^n"'^ "'^^ 

^ -rbal abilities, pai-fcicula^irm d^r "U^f '"'^^^ °^ ^^'"^^ ^^^t- 

vomen perfoirc worse than f,' rupDi-ts tiiat elderly 

as the'causo; °SotherconLiL!I°f e^se.tlng .tiltude 

fo^ance of thu eldorlj e^Sa^t" " ■ ttf " ^'"^ P^-obluni-solvlng jer- 

and Often io^r,.^tori-iii^^i^^ ^^f^ '^^^-^^ f^vorlbie 
the genorol ne/.'a*;iv.- -^.f ? V .'^•'^ probl^w-solviUj-j ability, and 

I2£i^-lJii2l2iik'^d^ 27^.) Obviously 

.he ace of forty. Oon.rali.atlu.. arc ncv^rto^ftLn tM^f' ""'^ 
3. Obsto^las to^ Lt^arnlna 

learning. Hie flr'f L^^^ Groups oi M appear to be the obstacles to 

they «y i„tert.;i„u and h. ' ulii^l^f i^^^,^ ^^IJ""^ *° ^^^d^r that 
be of more Interect to tunahe^. ^"7i ^^^^"l . sroup will 

a. HlyGiQlQ^ric.a1 f,>.nt.„^i«,^ 

stress Which mterrerea wlt^ Saining wfflculJf?" f"' ^'^^'f ^^^^'^^ 
£ace would be a very slrnificant fn^?^; ^Hig^iJ^ty m learning at a f«^^^ 

audlo^lngual Bothois J"^e ^he aS^l° aulek'^ ^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^SiTuBlns 
deficiencies In problon,-«olvlng ^kill" "'^pnses. On the other hand. 
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iMguages to yoi^iier and jroimger agus* The method dup^mds on habit forming 
In apoken linguistic patterns, a more sophisticated form cf rote-leaning, 
loung people are much better at this foiw of iQarnino than oldur people/as 
ve have ieen* With olde r pGople ^ haphasai-d learninc^ is ^onerally rejectad 
and there Is a heightened need to integrate n ew loarnini^ into easting 
Btructuree held in the bra in. EJ^osijire to large amounts of foreign langroge 
material^ the "structure "of which is dif ficTai: to pt-rneivn, will not produce 
succeeeful learning in older people. Moreover, the in terferunce of previously 
learned material (i.e^ the native? lannuago) may prpyo "an oljstacle unless " 
older people can be pers^uaded that th^^y aru dvallni- wlLh a now system alto- 
gether* 

b> Psychological Obstacles 

This last point leads us to th- p^yulio3.0:/i cal uuDUaclus to learning a 
foreign language, Ainong thu eldei'ly^ thu d-jaln^ fur mocano is after out- 
veighed by fear of failure . One may aQsuiiUj Lhat f.hu balanco gradually shifts 
from the fortner to the lacnr durin^^ tlj^j mid^Ut- yuaj's. IJnd'isrtaking to learn 
a foreign language is a particularly di^ainatiu vh;/ to ■ xpose onoDelf to the 
risk of failm^o. Natui'ally^ tha old are leisu prone than the young to adopt 
new, extraneous and raifficult go&lu in thuir liv._?s^ rightly feeling that thuy 
have less time* Statistlcis on thu rnmonG for taking coui^ses chow that^ after 
the age of ^0^ peoplu study in order to crxpand^ their knoi/ledge, rabher than 
to acquire Job skills. Tli-^y thus irish to in..r:j^rato m.:%: iQarning into their 
existing body of knowledg^^^ rather than loarn skills w}iich they believe wiU 
be indirectly useful. If acquiring a forfd.';n laiiguage cannot be fitted into 
an individiial's scope of desired lmD\.aou^ja^ he or she wiH not lea^n it 
successfully* 

The anxiety which acconipanies tha fuar of failure when undertaking any 
learning task for an oldt^r person is nspr.*cially halghtrTicd in the case of 
learning a nmr languagt^, Tlui old^-rly exporiLUiuc! a need for life review^ 
wishing to see their liven as a pront/ss on integration, (Myorhall & Tufto) 
O ldor students may fuel tliat learning a n^.iw language iinplies the opposite 
o f an integrating proc ess . ~ B^iing IrT^ classr oom wi ^ much youngur people 
and having to conipebe with them^ or fc:vun being" obi jgcKl to leaj/n froiri V yomi- 
g^r teach er^ can create^ anxi ety sinoo the "older G hiul^nt w^ill feel that muc h : 
o f his personal digniby aTi<] wor-Ih ai^T at mzak^S , 'Li-arnl"ng a new""language "has i 
been eotnpared to acquirlm^ a new pi-rsonal'ity in another language, Curran ^ 
describes the stftges of thri birth oV the new self. Obviously much anxiety j 
and insc*curlty will accoKipany the pxac-eco and relations between older stu- 
denti and a younger teacher may bu Ljtrainf d. i 

! 

U, Clrcuinstances in %4iich Older Lea rners Can Best TiQm.m I 

Some efforts can be made to overcoiiiu thf-sn obstaulns to foreign language ! 
learning In o.^der studunbo* 0/hn physiual ro nclJtlQno ^tnmpr^rfttm-r.^ lifi^dn^, i 
acoustiGs) shoiqd b(' thtr b-sb pDSsJhL^s Hand has inndp u^'Ul pfiietiiicl ^ 
geotlons in this respect, Feconajienday ons on beaching foreign languages to ^ 
the elderly are scattered^ but oome of the inor^' pone b rating itudlas of the ' 
process of learning a language proviae ouggesbions which^ combined with 
each teacher own e^cperiencoi may lielp to improve the conditions under which 
older students try to learn. 
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As •^7e have seen, nieaningless rote-learning Is particularly difficult for 
older people. Distant, undefinca goals are difficult to work towards, esp- 
ecially for older people. Therefore methods of learning which clearly est- 
ablish attainable short-term goals for the older learner will be of great — 
help. A "contract" in which these goals are stated from the beginning would 
clearly help, and would also alleviate some of the Insecurity of the new 
learning situation. Methods of ffleinorl2ing which draw on the fundamental mo- 
tivation to learn rather than Imposlnf^ anxiety -arousing mental or oral ex- 
ercises have a greater chance of success with older people. Stevlck's 
Memory, Mea ning and Method , provides valuable suggestlono in this respect. 
The author refers to memorization tests which point out the difference 
between short-term and long-term numoryr "Thyro is evldt^nce that a cr-rlain 

amount of subjective organizing goes on in any meinorloaticn task If for 

some reason the mind is unable to function iii tbuse ways while new material 
is available for processing during short-tcnii m^Liory, future ability to re- 
trieve the material or to recognize it Is seriously affected. 

Steviek also cites studies showing that "The student's memory benefits from 
actively searching out, dlsuovaring and depicting, as cantrastsd with rote 
repetition, sentence reading, or even generation of their own relatively 
immaginative sentences." (p. 26) The effects of vocalization on memory 

may not involve Just the disruption of rehearsal strategies, but may In- 
stead lessen the selective attention capabilities that are necessary for 
^•rfootlve encoding in memory." (p. Jl) Tlie need to Introduce new learning 
RQterial into previously existing structures. In order to prevent the inter- 
furence of these structures. Is paramount In older learners. Stevlck's find- 
ings and deductions, if applied to older learners of foreign languages, suggest 
Lhat a primarily audio-lingual mathod is not likely to be successful. Rather 
than vocaliz ation, older students naed time and some silenc e to organize and 
inserr. new material Into long-term momory . Stevlck also shows f.hmt. epar^-ing 
and pacing are important for memory (p. 28-29). As has been shown, self 
Piicing IS considered important for older learners in general. Thus the empha- 
fiis of the audio -lingual method on speed would have to be abandoned. It ' 
vculd also be advisable, as Hand suggoetB , to break the material Into shorter 

■o wers of concentration of older people (a result perhaps of anxiety) . ~ 

h^'.nguage approaches which emphasize individualized but not isolated learning 
\i.g. Plllet) have potential for the special needs of older learners. 

J.iom a psj^chologlcal point of view, Stevlck shows that "what Is essential 
ror memory is response by the learner", (p. 38) Independently of other mod- 
ii'lcations in technique, eonventional language learnin/T materials could be 
auapted for the Irterests of older people, rather than for those of tienSiers 
ond you ng people. Response and conffliltment increase when the clas s Is a c3i-~ 
niiwnenc increase wn>--n thf> 



n:itment IncreaGO when the class is a copmiunifcy whos^ members are trying to — 
communicate with each other, not a group of Individuals each trying to impress 
the teacher with his knowledge. Stevlck dlsnusses Curran's counseling learn- 
ing and other methods aimed at using foreign lunguage for cominuiii cation 
hutween members of a Qommunity. 
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IQ counseling-learnlng, or conmunlty learning, the teacher is known as the 

eomiselor and the student as the"client". The client solicits help'on 
whatever linguistic elements he needs In order to coamunioate with other 
clients. There is no criticism but much encourasement and ge neration' of pos- 
x^ ^ve feeling m order t o facilitate the delicate p rocess of the c owthof 
the foreign languate ^[se^. Thm for ignees, shallowness, and iapresslon of 
irrelevance which the foreign language hai for the student sho^ad then dis- 
appear. Learning a foreign language may turn out to be an integrating exper- 
lenca after aU, since it may help to bridge gulfs within the Divided Self 
between the Perfoming Self and the Critical Self which inhibi ts it g ^nr 
Volunteers, learning the foreign language Is part of the e^erlenoe of being 
a volunteer ^hich the student already hopes wlU be an integrating one. ThI 
integration should take part on t^-o levels: within the student 'spersonalitv 
and of the individual learner into the foreign language conmunity. With the' 

help of a sensitive teacher, once the learner senses that these goain^ ' 

possible, a great Incentive is added to language learning. The two types of 
of purposes m language learning, "in s trumental" and "integ rat ive" / Jakobovlt fi 
could come tog ether erfectlv ely in the caso of the Peace C ^TvSiuntee? " ' 

S^^T^'J:^': -taanistic" methods in a work stiU m manuscript. 
Practical advice to teachers warns them of some of the problems they may en- 
counter m applying these approaches. For example, stuSents may sense that 
encouragement is deliberate and therefore feel Iddltional InsecLlty if ShL 
want to be criticized and corrected. This would appear to apply asLcially 

tM-iaa. The teacher should not abandon the teacher mask and adopt the ordl- 

Sat ?hc1each'r. °' °" insecurity wlU result. Itevick whites 

that the teacher's role is to create a space Into which the st udent is free 
to grow- control and responsibn itv ah^ Xd therfore al ways be in the -tia^'s 

Another technique which, in my view, might usefully be applied to the teaching 
of older persons Is Suggestopedia , or the Lozanov m ethod. The latter has " 
shown excellent results in penetrating superficial lay^ of the mind and 
reaching long-term memory through the use of music and relaxation. It should 
be considered seriously for teaching the older learners since anxiety is a 
great conuributor to failure to learn. 

5. Conclusion 

No technique In Itself is bo und to succeed. The least promising method may 
succeed with older learners i f the teacher is understanding ofl helr °tnl^ 

needs rega rding p h ys ical setting, pacing and the opportu nity to strnf^tn^^ 

memory, as well as of thei r anxieties and Insecurities . The most lmT.nrt..i. 
thing seens %o be that these needs should be recognized, and that older stu- 

ImS^t^i^ *S f - "^^^^ suggested m a eonveraatl 

iMarch 22, 197a.) and for allowing me to read two chapters of a book in 
manuscript. 
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that the psycholoi7ical effr-nf- ^11-^ 4 1 " fJ^^ppf nw^, it s&ctna 

new approachc-o such as conaunlty learning and Bur-e-tmm^'m^^'k^ 
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Smmiary of Becoflmendatlons 

1. Physical conditions (lighting^ temperatwe^ seating^ acoustics) should 
be the best possible for older learners. 

2* Define individual needs and abilities in teiros of prior education^ eex^ 

hov long since the student has had structured aducatlonj previous e^^osure 
to foreign languages. 

3. Individualize teaching as far as possible. Some older learners may 
succeed vith younger students j others may need a serrate class. 

k. Make material relevant to older learners^ i*e. eliminate material dealing 
with life of young studentB^ and substitute mauerlal dram from their 
own lives, 

5* Diminish emphasis on speed. Provide opportimlty for self -pacing, 

6, Define attainable short-tem goals in terms of a "contract", 

T. Break material and stu^ periods into short units for better concentration. 

8. To facilitate memorisation^ present materials both vocally and visually. 
Allow tiiiie for absorption into long-tem memory. 

9. Integrate new tnaterial into prevloucly existing structtu^es of Imowle^e, 

10, Without lessening responsibility for material, reduce anjcieties and 
insecurity through consciousness of role as comiselor, 

11, Be sensitive and alert to potential difflci^tles. 
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